
	  
	  
	  
	  

 

Recovery 2.0 Interviews Noah Levine 

Refuge Recovery: A Buddhist Approach to Healing 
Addiction 

 

Tommy: Welcome to the Recovery 2.0 Conference. I'm your host Tommy Rosen, and I 
am just delighted to be speaking today with Noah Levine. Noah is the founder of the 
Against the Stream Buddhist Meditation Society with centers in Las Angeles, and San 
Francisco, and over twenty affiliated groups in North America, and Europe. He teaches 
meditation groups, gives workshops, and leads retreats internationally. Noah has 
created a process of addiction recovery based on the teachings of the Buddha called 
Refuge Recovery. He is the author of Dharma Punx, Against the Stream, Heart of the 
Revolution, and Refuge Recovery. Noah, welcome back to the Recovery 2.0 
Conference. 

Noah: Thanks, it's good to see you. What number conference is this? 

Tommy: This is number six. 

Noah: Number six. Was I in number one, or number two? 

Tommy: I think you might have been in a couple of them actually.  

Noah: Yeah, I feel like I only maybe did it once. Maybe I did do it twice. 

Tommy: Well, certainly you were in number one. 

Noah: Yeah. 

Tommy: Well, actually a lot has happened in the past three years in your world, yes? 

Noah: Yeah, for sure. A lot has been going on.  

Tommy: Yes, I want to ... I think what would be at most value to people who are 
watching is to explore a little bit the work that you are doing in regards to Refuge 
Recovery.  



	  
	  
	  
	  
Noah: Yeah. 

Tommy: If you could begin ... There are many people that I speak to in the Recovery 
2.0 community who are looking for a non-God approach to recovery, and they even say 
things like, "I'm interested in a Buddhist approach to recovery." I send them your way.  

Noah: Thank you. 

Tommy: Many of them aren't even sure what Buddhism is.  

Noah: Right. 

Tommy: Could we begin with some of the basic ideas behind Buddhism, the teachings 
of the Buddha? 

Noah: Sure. You know, it's sort of a big question. Let me try to do it in a simple way. I 
think that some of the basics is Buddha offers a non-theistic practice that we could call 
spiritual practice, but it's much more about training of the mind, and heart in both 
wisdom, and emotional intelligence. It begins by looking at what's blocking our 
happiness. What's the suffering, the dissatisfaction? What's the cause of that 
unhappiness in our lives?  

The way that the Buddha talked about it was that this repetitive craving, much like 
addiction, but not the extreme addiction that drug addicts, and alcoholics, or addicts 
have, but a normal addiction to pleasure that everyone has that's our survival instinct. 
By acknowledging that, addressing it, and then following what's called the Eightfold 
Path. It's a group of practices that are around ethical behavior, and honesty, and on 
violence. Meditative training around the heart, and mind development, that leads to 
wisdom, and compassion that will lead to an end of the unnecessary suffering, and kind 
of uncovering of some wisdom, and love, and kindness that was always here, but 
perhaps buried beneath some of our reactive patterns. 

Tommy: Yes. 

Noah: I think in short, just looking at it as a non-theistic practice that will lead to well 
being, recovery, happiness, freedom.  

Tommy: Thank you. It sounds rather accessible, and simple. I think there is this general 
misunderstanding that these are very esoteric, and complicated practices, and things 
that are not necessarily accessible, but actually in the way you put it it is absolutely 
accessible.  



	  
	  
	  
	  
Noah: Well, I tend to look at early Buddhism, and the kind of original ways that it was 
taught. It was very practical, and pragmatic, and accessible. Later, as people do, they 
like to complicate things, and make it esoteric, and mystical, and kind of convoluted, 
and circular thinking, and all that stuff that religion, and philosophy does. The Buddha's 
Four Noble Truths, and Eightfold Path are very straightforward. They are simple, they 
are practical, but then the application, and discipline that it takes to live in harmony with 
the path is one that takes a lot of effort. A lot of people get the philosophy, but then don't 
apply it. It's the application that's really the hard part. 

Tommy: With regards to people who are in a very primary stage of recovery, meaning 
let's say detox, difficult to apply those practices necessarily up front, right? First, we 
have to physically detoxify a person before they're ready to engage in any form of 
serious recovery.  

Noah: I mostly agree. Like, yeah the detox is just kind of groaning it out as I like to say, 
but what we're doing we have a detox in our treatment center that I opened, and we're 
bringing mindfulness to them right from the beginning, even if they can't quite hear it yet. 
Even if we're not making them sit still for long periods of time, but we're bringing this 
aspect of Buddhism present time awareness into the process of the discomfort, of the 
detox, the fears, the mental agitation, all of that that goes along with that. We are 
implanting the seeds of wisdom through the mindfulness practice, even when they're in 
detox. I'm not a proponent of let them just watch television all week, and then next week 
we'll start doing some treatment. I believe the treatment can begin right in the beginning. 
Sometimes, actually, even treatment begins while people are still using.  

Over, and over in my private practice, my therapy practice, I have people come in that 
are drinking alcoholically, and we start to do some practice. They can practice a little bit, 
and then once they ... The practice leads them. It's kind of the pre recovery, the pre 
abstinence recovery. Abstinence is so important, and we can start the practices before 
we even get there. 

Tommy: Yes, I love it. I love it. Well, Noah, where does this come from? This idea that 
one can approach sort of a twelve step recovery from a Buddhist standpoint. Obviously, 
you've got a great story of recovery yourself. Can you share a little bit with people about 
how you got to actually wanting to create, or seeing a need where a refuge recovery 
was important in this world? 

Noah: Right. Well, I think that I got caught up a little in your language around Buddhist 
approach to twelve step because what happened for me, and I think it's similar knowing 
each other for a long time with your story. I got sober. I was incarcerated, and I got 



	  
	  
	  
	  
clean, and sober. I started doing twelve step stuff, and I started meditating at the same 
time in 1988. I was sitting there in the meditation. I started to do the practice, and I 
started going to the meetings as well.  

What I found was I found a philosophy in Buddhism that made sense to me, that was 
empowering, that was difficult, but very practical. I found in the twelve steps a 
community of my people, but I didn't like the philosophy. I didn't like all of the God 
language. I didn't like the kind of prayer [inaudible 00:08:13], and sort of disempowering 
teachings of only God is going to do it for you. I never liked the twelve step philosophy 
very much. I loved the Buddhist philosophy, but the Buddhist weren't my people. They 
didn't understand my addiction, alcoholism, suffering, but the twelve step people 
understood it. I had this kind of split world for so long of like a Buddhist practice in a 
twelve step community.   

Then, you know, maybe for the first ten, or fifteen years I did that, and then Kevin 
Griffin, and I started doing, let's look at Buddhism, and the twelve steps. Here's some 
Buddhist ways to understand this. Maybe ten years ago I said, "I'm tired of translating 
my non-theistic world view, my Buddhist world view that's much more psychological, 
and scientific really, through this theistic kind of mystical higher power world. I'm tired of 
doing that. I really just look at the world as through the eyes of Buddhism." Nobody had 
stepped forward, and created a Buddhist recovery program.  

Honestly, Tommy, I was a little hesitant to do it. I wasn't so ... I wanted a Buddhist 
recovery program to exist, but I had made a decision early on to not exclude non-
addicts from my community. To not be the recovery guy, but to be the Dharma Punx, 
Against the Stream, everyone's welcome, half of my community is in recovery, half is 
not. I was sort of hoping someone like yourself, or Kevin, or somebody who had really 
focused, like I'm going to be focused on recovery ... Actually, I think you do both. You do 
the yoga teaching also, and to not just recovery.  

Anyways I feel like I'm a little bit of a hesitant leader in that level. Like, I'm willing to do it. 
It's a part of what I'm doing. Once I did it, and I had seen the connection that people 
have with it, and the hunger for it, and the need for it, now I really felt quite happy about 
being a spokes person for Buddhist recovery, and I still do both. I teach Buddhism all 
the time for everyone, and I'm doing more, and more of just using these Buddhist 
principals for addicts whether they're continuing to use in detox, or in the treatment 
recovery process.  

Tommy: Yes, yes. Well, thank you. I just want to say yours is an interesting case of if 
you can't find the kind of meeting, or the kind of spirituality you need, you make it 



	  
	  
	  
	  
yourself. Bring together the elements. It's very cool. I deeply honor the work that you're 
doing though. It means a lot to me.  

I have a ... I don't know if you know that I actually spent a fair amount of time in a zen 
monastery in my twenties, and have gotten a lot in my life out of the teachings of 
Buddha as well. I really appreciate this work, and I want to ask what is Refuge 
Recovery? What is that process that you've created, and how does it differ from other 
modes of recovery? What do you see in other success stories?  

Noah: Let me give you the overview, which I started to point to before, which is Refuge 
Recovery utilizes the core Buddhist teachings of the Four Noble Truths, and the 
Eightfold Path. The first truth, traditionally, is the Buddhist truth of Dukkha. The reality of 
Dukkha, this Indian word that translates as suffering, or dissatisfaction, or maybe even 
as simple as the difficult situation that we're all born into, and that we're born into this 
life of loss because of impermanence, and of not getting what we want, and all of this 
pain that we don't want, and this pleasure that doesn't last long enough. 

The first Noble Truth of Refuge Recovery is that. It's turning towards the suffering of our 
lives, especially the suffering that addiction has created. That repetitive cycle of seeking 
happiness through pleasure, through avoidance, and all of the consequences of that. 
The first process, or practice of Refuge Recovery is a long, in depth, inventory of all of 
the suffering around being an addict, and breaking any denial, minimization, 
rationalization, that we might have around ... That story that sometimes people have, or 
like I was only hurting myself. This deep inventory that says ... That has us look at what 
was actually the effect, not only internally, but how did it effect my friends, family, 
community, society. Really looking at the suffering both internal, and external of 
addiction. 

The second Noble Truth is when the Buddha says through his own direct experience 
the cause of suffering comes in three different forms of craving. The craving for 
pleasure. The craving for pleasure to be permanent, and to last, and this repetitive 
craving that's just our survival instinct, our nervous system. 

Tommy: Yes. 

Noah: Now, this is normal for everyone. Everyone craves for pleasure. Then there's an 
investigation in the second Noble Truth for Refuge Recovery, which is what sets us 
addicts apart from the normal, non ... Is there some things in our lives that we can 
identify. What it seems ... I don't take a big stand because it gets into the question of 
what's the cause of addiction. I want to normalize craving, and then I want to look at is 



	  
	  
	  
	  
there trauma? Is there abuse, neglect? Is there some specific pains that we're holding 
that were fueling the addiction?  

Often, there are, and then there are those people who will show up, and say, "I don't 
feel like I had a lot of pain, or trauma, or neglect, but I did have an alcoholic 
grandfather." Some investigation of is there some genetic components to it. Again, 
there's like a twenty-something question inventory worksheet to be done in the second 
Noble Truth. What's the repetitive truth? How has it shown up? For pleasure? For 
permanence? Also, some investigation around the craving for avoidance, or 
nonexistence, aversion. Craving isn't always in order to get ... Sometimes craving is to 
get rid of. The craving for this to go away.  

The third truth of Refuge Recovery is the third Noble Truth, which is the fact that 
awakening is possible, or recovery is possible. That through the next step, which is the 
Eightfold Path human beings have the possibility, and the potential, and the ability to 
awaken, to see clearly the impermanent nature of all things. To respond wisely, and 
appropriately through learning to meet pain with compassion rather than hatred. 
Learning to meet pleasure with non-attached appreciation rather than a renunciate 
avoidance of pleasure. A balanced relationship to appropriate pleasures. For us addicts, 
we have to give up the drugs, and the alcohol, but it doesn't mean that we have to give 
up all forms of sensuality if we can find a healthy relationship to it.  

Of course, some alcoholics then turn towards sex addiction, or food addiction. Looking 
at not a complete renunciation avoidance around pleasure, but developing a wise 
relationship to what I call appropriate pleasures.  

Tommy: Yes. 

Noah: As part of that third Noble Truth for Refuge Recovery it's also saying, okay 
recovery is possible, and I take refuge. I'm going to make this my practice. I take refuge 
in the potential of my own recovery. I take refuge as a commitment to the practices, and 
the effort, and going to groups, and supporting each other, and meditating every day, 
and renouncing unskillful behaviors. I take refuge in the potential, in the practice, and 
then I take refuge in the community that is going to support me. What we call in 
Buddhism, sangha. What twelve steps call fellowship, or in Christianity they call 
fellowship. Community, we need each other. We need to connect, and support.  

I've been more, and more moved by attachment theory, and some of the perspectives 
that look at all addictive processes as an attachment disorder. The reason why the 
twelve steps work at all is not because of the God-based philosophy, but it's because of 



	  
	  
	  
	  
the community support that is provided, the sponsorship. There's been these wonderful 
studies done on attachment theory, and recovery. It feels like that to me when I look at 
my experience in the twelve steps, and in Buddhism it was the practices that were so 
helpful, but it was really the relationships that helped me heal. It's really the 
connections, and relationships with other people. The intimacy, the vulnerability, the 
learning to be honest. That's the third truth.  

The Eightfold Path is broken down into developing wisdom, ethical behavior through 
meditative discipline. There's eight factors.  

Tommy: Yes. 

Noah: That's the overview of refuge. There's meetings, there's a process of mentorship 
where there's kind of peer support where you've been through this inventory, now you'll 
help me with mine. There's meetings all over the country now so people are either 
having meetings, or starting their own. That's the kind of peer led process for refuge, 
and then I also started the treatment center for people that actually need a detox unit, 
and want professional treatment where they can come in, where we're looking at the 
attachment theory. Where we're looking at the underlying trauma. Doing psycho 
therapy, and psychiatry in a full blown professional treatment center for people who 
want that. Then they can transfer into the community of the peer led Refuge Recovery 
meetings. A lot of people are just finding refuge. It's quite interesting. 

I would say a good percentage, like maybe half of the people who are doing Refuge 
Recovery already have long term recovery. They have long term, five, ten, twenty years 
in twelve steps, but like you said in the beginning they've been kind of like okay, I'm 
doing this theistic path, but it doesn't really resonate with me. I've been looking for more 
meditation, more compassion, and forgiveness practices. We're getting a lot of people 
coming to refuge that are already quite sober looking for the 2.0 of their recovery.  

Tommy: Sure. I'm very ... I'm thinking about my own path right now that there's so 
much that I love about the original teachings of Jesus Christ. There's a lot of beauty for 
me in there. I find a lot of beauty in a lot of traditions, a lot of religions, a lot of 
spiritualities. There's obviously a lot of beauty in Buddhist teachings for me. I can't really 
claim ... I haven't claimed sort of membership to any of them at this moment. I'm 
drawing from a lot of them, and it's beautiful. I'm thinking right now as I listen to you, I 
would very much like to participate more in the Refuge Recovery work that you're doing. 
I mean that sincerely. There's something about in early recovery I needed to belong to 
something. I needed to have a membership, and I needed to have a particular 



	  
	  
	  
	  
community. It's not that I don't value community now, it's that I'm finding Truth I guess. 
Truth, capital T Truth, in a lot of different places.  

Noah: Yeah. 

Tommy: I think that you're providing one of the important outlets for that.  

Noah: Yeah. 

Tommy: I spent twelve years in early recovery. In the first part of my recovery I would 
say I was suffering very badly, very addictively. I put drugs, and alcohol down, but I was 
picking up gambling, and my relationships with women were very painful, and not going 
in the right direction. A lot of stress, and suffering in my life at that time. I think I could 
have benefited greatly from a mindfulness based practice. Even though I was practicing 
somewhat, I don't think I had the direction, and certainly not the integration of recovery 
together with these Buddhist principals. 

Noah: Yeah. 

Tommy: Thank you. 

Noah: Yeah, very happy. I'm with you. I like what you were saying around that the 
support in the beginning, like I need that community, and I need a solid base. Now, kind 
of, so many years into it, I'm a little bit freer to float in between communities, and 
philosophies, and I'm with you. I feel like I have this core foundation in Buddhism, but 
I'm very happy to go, and hear the [inaudible 00:22:03], or the Christian, or the ... I'm 
happy to check out different kinds of ... Even within Buddhism, I like [inaudible 00:22:11] 
Buddhism the best, but I'm also happy to hear Tumbetin teachers, or Zen teacher, or to 
have that solid foundation, and community, and then be able to explore from there. It's 
sort of like the secure base of the child that needs the parent, needs that positive regard 
attention from the parent, and then they're free to explore the world. 

Tommy: Yes. You brought up a hesitation that you had some years ago, more towards 
the beginning of the work you're now doing, and you also brought up the idea of 
community being one of the major elements that a twelve step fellowship has to offer to 
the world. Had you ever felt in your hesitation a fear that because Refuge Recovery 
wasn't fully set up yet, that there weren't huge communities of people sort of all around 
the world, that if you drew people over to this practice ... In a sense drawing them away 
from a twelve step fellowship that some of those people might fall through the cracks 
because there wasn't, yet, enough community? 



	  
	  
	  
	  
Noah: Yeah. 

Tommy: I think a lot about that, and I wonder about that. I see about the twelve steps 
just like many other philosophies I was just discussing. I see a lot of beauty in the twelve 
steps, and I attribute the twelve steps with giving me a new start to my life. I also see 
that path as something that's not beyond improvement. I think an important discussion 
does need to continue to take place about how that can be made more accessible, or 
better. It does have that world wide community that you could step into anywhere you 
are. I get really concerned about telling people about a Recovery 2.0, or any other 
philosophy where they might say, "Oh, well, great. I'll just come over here, and I'll read 
some of what you've written." I'm like, "No, no. There's a few elements that you're going 
to need." Have you thought about those things? 

Noah: I have, and you're right. I was hesitant. I went as far in the book. When the 
Refuge Recovery book came out last year, there was only about ten Refuge Recovery 
meetings, mostly in Los Angeles, and in California. Here, where we developed it, there 
was plenty of support, but for the people who were going to read the book in 
Birmingham, Alabama there wasn't going to be a meeting, yet. I said if you don't already 
have a community, a Buddhist community, I said you should totally go to the twelve step 
meetings even if you hate the philosophy. Even if you can't stand when they talk about 
God, or a higher power. Go anyway because you're going to need the people. 

I've always been pretty pro twelve step fellowship. I've been going for almost 30 years 
now. I'm happy to critique the philosophy because it's not a philosophy that I love, but 
it's a community that I love. I've always been really kind of, and even in the book, I say 
go to meetings even if you don't like it. Start a meeting even if it's just you, and one 
friend. Get at least one person in the room with you. Tell your sponsor about it. See 
what kind of support you can garner. In the first year of it coming out, over 100 Refuge 
Recovery meetings started where people just started them, and I thought, like oh well, 
Refuge is going to do well on the East Coast, and West Coast also where I have large 
communities in New York, and San Francisco, and Boston. It's going to do well. I was 
always curious how's it going to do in places like Ohio, or places like Birmingham.  

I was, a few months ago, in Birmingham, Alabama because there was a Refuge group 
that asked me to come, and a community asked me to come speak. They have five 
meetings a week in Birmingham, Alabama. They have like three, or four meetings a 
week in Nashville, Tennessee, and Atlanta, Georgia, in Asheville, North Carolina. 
Actually, in the Bible Belts because of the religious, the Christian oppression that so 
many of the addicts grew up with, the last thing they want to hear is this is a God-based 



	  
	  
	  
	  
solution because some of their trauma came from that being shoved down their throat, 
or the corruption in the church, or whatever it was.  

The Buddhist practice is actually doing really well in the South, in Florida, all over the 
South. It's growing slowly, and I'm kind of sitting back, involved ... Help as much as I 
can, but also I feel like it's an organic process. The twelve steps have 80 years on us. 
Let's see where Refuge Recovery is in ten years, and in twenty years. My feeling is 
there will be places where it will be very accessible to people, and there will be lots of 
meetings in their community. There will be places where it's just too Christian of a 
country to support the kind of thousands of thousands of meetings that the twelve steps 
have. It makes sense that a Christian philosophy would do good in this Christian nation. 
A Buddhist philosophy of recovery is always going to be a bit smaller. It's never going to 
kind of be as big as the Christian approach. 

Tommy: In addition to physical locations, I was noticing in looking at your various sites 
you now have, I think, phone meetings, and perhaps web meetings as well. 

Noah: I believe there are. There are Skype meetings, you know, there's a lot of online 
support, and that's being developed for all of those people in places where there's not a 
physical meeting. 

Tommy: Yes. Super cool. Can you tell me a little about ... Okay, so we'll go into a big 
topic, which is the practice of Buddhist meditation. Where do you begin with a client 
when they are ready to sit for the first time, to experience meditation for the first time? 
How does that begin? Many of the people that are watching maybe don't have a 
meditation practice at all. Where would you begin? 

Noah: You know, the first thing that I learned and that I want to teach people, is that we 
actually have the ability to ignore our minds, rather than to stay in the contents of the 
fears, and hopes, and cravings that the mind is spinning. That we can actually choose 
to redirect our attention into the body, into a physical sensation, or to actually replace 
the thoughts with a mantra type of [inaudible 00:28:57] of a certain phrase where you 
can push the other thoughts out, and replace it with ... It's such a relief. It's such an 
important ... I think it's an important avoidance technique. From the Buddhist 
perspective that's just the kind of very beginning practice, which is learn to ignore your 
mind, and to train it to pay attention to something other than the contents of the 
discursive thoughts.  

We do that through the mindfulness of the breath, and body. We also do it through, and 
I start people right from the beginning, with forgiveness practice. With the mantra, which 



	  
	  
	  
	  
is I forgive you as much as I can in this moment. That's not only a good avoidance 
technique, but it's also quite a good neuro pathway to start getting going in the brain to 
say ... Even though I don't mean it yet, which is why we put in phrases like "as much as 
I can in this moment". Start the process of self forgiveness. Moving on to the process of 
asking for forgiveness in a meditative training. Asking forgiveness from the people we 
have harmed, and then also offering forgiveness to the people who have wounded, and 
harmed us, betrayed us in some way. 

The combination of concentration, mindfulness, forgiveness, compassion, love, and 
kindness right there is maybe six core skills that I want people to learn, but I'm going to 
start very simply with learn to ignore your mind by paying attention to your breath, or by 
saying this phrase over, and over. Of course, you're going to get re involved with the 
contents of the thoughts, just come back to the thoughts of the present. Come back to 
the next phrase whether it's a forgiveness phrase, or a compassion, or an appreciation, 
whatever phrase we're doing. Come back, replace it. That's the first skill. 

Then we're going to move on to a deeper level of mindfulness, which says not only 
ignoring your mind, but let's include the whole body. Let's include all of the sense 
stores, the seeing, and smelling, and tasting, and hearing, and even include the mind 
itself. Let's start to observe it rather than push it away, turn the attention towards the 
thinking mind, and start to be mindful of what's happening in there. Then start to name 
how does each of these experiences feel in my perception.  

This thought that's arising, does it feel ... Like, even thoughts have a feeling, what we 
call a feeling tone. Is this a pleasant thought? Is this an unpleasant thought, or is it sort 
of neutral? Is this a pleasant sensation in my body? Is it an unpleasant sensation, or is it 
neutral? What's happening emotionally? Even sounds, as the car drives by, bringing 
mindfulness to that. What's my perception of the sound of that car? I'm trying to 
meditate over here, and the car is distracting me, oh that's unpleasant. Can I just bring 
mindfulness to it, and say, oh it's unpleasant, what's the appropriate response to 
unpleasantness? I have this rejection to it, this aversion, but actually, I want to learn 
how to tolerate, and actually have compassion for all of the unpleasant thoughts, and 
emotions, and sensations, and sounds, smells, and tastes. It's actually through 
mindfulness developing the appropriate response, the compassionate response to the 
pain. We're seeing it clear, and we're turning towards it.  

It becomes our practice. If we just stick with that first preliminary practice of always 
going back to the mantra, or always going back to the breath, then we're just avoiding 
rather than actually developing compassion through turning towards the pain, and 
learning in the moment to meet the pain with care, with friendliness, and maybe it starts 



	  
	  
	  
	  
with, can I just tolerate discomfort? Can I become merciful to this discomfort? Then can 
I be compassionate, and forgiving of all of the pains internally, and externally? It's a 
gradual training that takes months, and years to get pretty skilled at through the 
repetitive application. 

Tommy: Many people who first sit down to meditate I think have this idea that it's going 
to be transcendental, and completely pleasing, wonderful experience. Is that how it 
plays out? 

Noah: Almost never does it play out like that, but once in a while it does. You do get the 
reports of the people who, especially if the come into a guided meditation, or some kind 
of ... After their yoga class they have some instructions, and it can be very pleasant, and 
transcendental. Once in a while you get that, but usually when people sit down, and 
they face their sensations, and their emotions, and their thoughts, they get bad news. 
Most of the time it's like, "Oh, my mind is really loud, and it's really judgmental, and it's 
full of all of these fears, and doubt, and comparing, and all of the stuff I don't want to pay 
attention to, and in meditation I'm forced to sit with, or be with." Usually, it's more 
difficult. 

Also, there's that thing they talk about with the bottle of water with like the dirt in it, or 
whatever, and you sit down to meditation, and it's all stirred up. If you sit there in 
meditation, coming back to the breath, coming back to the heart, back to the body, 
sometimes it does settle. After thirty minutes of sitting there you're like, "When I started I 
was agitated, but there is some relaxation, and a clarity that has come from sitting here, 
and tolerating what my mind was doing, and what my body is, or was feeling."  

It's part of the reason we meditate because it does actually feel good in the long run. I 
have this sense that so many people have that misconception like you said about like 
it's turning my mind off, and I can't do that. I'm going to sit there, and feel blissful, and 
that's not what it's like for me. I feel anxious. I think part of what you're doing, a lot of 
what I'm doing is trying to educate people. Partially of what meditation is not, and 
partially what meditation can be.  

Tommy: Yes, yes. When people obviously begin to meditate do you ask people to take 
a particular form with their body? 

Noah: No, to me it's not the posture that is so important. It's the quality of attention. If 
people want to sit in chairs, that's fine. There is a kind of a peer pressure in Buddhist's 
circles. Like, sit with your legs crossed on a cushion, on a floor. I think there's just been 
too many Buddhist statues for too long of the Buddha with his legs sitting underneath 



	  
	  
	  
	  
the tree outside. I like to tell my students ... I say, "Yeah, if you don't have a chair, 
crossing your legs, totally good way to sit up."  

Tommy: Great. 

Noah: The Buddha was a homeless man in the forest so he sat with his legs crossed on 
the ground. There's not an actual spiritual benefit to that. It's just ... I think one of the 
benefits to it is that it will actually uncomfortable, and then you'll have the opportunity to 
develop the compassion for the discomfort. Sitting still for 20, or 30 minutes even in a 
comfortable chair even is also going to be unpleasant. Sitting still is going to give you 
some discomfort to work with. I don't have a big agenda. I find for myself that sitting with 
my legs crossed on a cushion sometimes is more comfortable for me than sitting in a 
chair.  

Tommy: When pain comes in the body often teachers have directed me to be with the 
pain, allow it, observe it, and sometimes in fact, the pain ... I've watched it move around 
my body. Sometimes it's left, and it's actually disappeared. Other times, it's grown in 
strength, and size.  

Noah: Yeah. 

Tommy: There have been times where finally I've decided to move, to shift in some 
kind of way. What is your feeling about that in terms of dealing? 

Noah: I feel like we should be really gentle with ourselves especially in the beginning. If 
you need to shift, and move ... Don't turn meditation into the next macho, or way to kind 
of hurt ourselves. I feel like it's fine to be gentle, and shift in the beginning, and that part 
of our practice will be developing the willingness to be very comfortable, and the ability, 
and the skill to be very uncomfortable at times, and to just be with that discomfort rather 
than doing something to make it go away. Like you said, it will always change, but 
sometimes it will increase, which is no fun when it's like yeah it's changing. It's getting 
worse, and worse. Usually, five minutes later it dissipates. As much as we can being 
gentle in the beginning, and getting to a place that says okay, I've been doing this for a 
long time. I can sit here, and be uncomfortable, that's okay.  

Tommy: What's the length of time you would suggest a beginner start to sit for. 

Noah:  I would think 20 minutes is really reasonable, and that beginners will benefit a lot 
from using guided meditations. There's so many good apps, podcasts, YouTube, free 
meditation guidance out there that I think as much as ... Put it on, get the instructions, 



	  
	  
	  
	  
and then sit through it with the direction back to the breath, and body, or back to the 
phrase that you're using. I think 20 minutes, for me, is kind of a minimum. Now, if 
somebody says I can only do five, or ten minutes, fine. Better than nothing, but I think 
you should shoot for 20 minutes, and then moving up to 30, or 40 minutes. In the long 
run, I think sitting for about an hour at a time is a good goal to have. 

Tommy: Yes. For people who are interested in just jumping right in ... Maybe they're 
watching this, and they're inspired to give it a try right now, there's no reason that a 
person has to have quote, a teacher, they can begin to sit just observing the breath. 

Noah: Yeah, absolutely. I don't think you need ... You need to get some good 
instructions so having a teacher, or an instructor that gives you that, but every book out 
there is going to give you some instructions, or even you, and I can give the simple 
instruction. Ignore your mind, and pay attention to the sensations of your breath. Every 
time the attention wanders come back to the physical, and out of the mental, and come 
back to the physical. That's a good preliminary practice.  

Tommy: Often, people think the goal should be that i stop my thoughts.  

Noah: Right. Yeah, I would let go of that idea all together. I don't think that that's ... If 
you meditate a lot for a long time, you will get to the place where thoughts disappear, 
but it's a fairly advanced level of concentration. It's not even that useful, in my opinion, 
of an experience to have. I've had that experience lots of times. It's an impermanent 
experience, it goes away. It doesn't lead to all that much in sight, or transformation. The 
thoughts ... I like to think of ... At some point it occurred to me, but I don't know if I heard 
this from someone else, or it just occurred to me. I was like oh, the mind is just like the 
lungs, and the heart. We have a human body, and there are all of these automatic ... 
The heart beats all by itself. The lungs breathe all by themselves. I don't walk around all 
day taking my heart, or my lungs, personally. Like, I'm breathing, or I'm beating my 
heart. The mind also thinks all by itself. A part of what meditation does is it allows us to 
not take it so personally.  

Tommy: In a sense, you could say the mind is happening to us?  

Noah: Yeah, but I like the analogy of the lungs because like breathing, you have some 
choice, some influence over am I going to take a deep breath? Am I going to take a 
shallow breath? Am I going to hold my breath for a couple few seconds, or minutes, or 
whatever? The mind is like that too. It's going to keep thinking all by itself, but there's 
volitional thoughts, and non-volitional thoughts. Some thoughts that we're intentionally 
involved in, and indulging in, and some thought that just comes out of nowhere, and you 



	  
	  
	  
	  
have a choice. Am I going to get hooked into this, and take it personal, or am I going to 
let it go? 

Tommy: The people who come to Refuge Recovery Center, what's the average stay 
that a person will be with you?  

Noah: We're asking everyone that comes to stay for 90 days, to do three months 
because we are going to be teaching them these core meditative disciplines, and doing 
the therapeutic treatment. Thirty days is just too short to really learn a meditation 
practice, and have that residential support for it so we're asking for 90 days. Some 
people are staying for six months, for nine months, and then occasionally somebody will 
have committed to the 90 days, and then leave after a month, or two. I don't know the 
exact number, but I imagine that the average is three months, or longer.  

Tommy: Yeah, in addition to helping people to heal, you're sending meditators out into 
the world. 

Noah: We are sending them out into the world, and we're sending them back to 
meditatively supportive communities, hopefully, where if there's not already a Refuge 
meeting, they'll start a Refuge meeting when they get home, and the other people will 
come.  

Tommy: Is there a process of, for a lack of a better word, a certification that you take 
people through so they can facilitate meetings in their communities?  

Noah: I'm not doing anything like that, yet. I'm doing more of the twelve step model 
where it's just like anybody can start a meeting, and there's a format, and you just ... It's 
totally peer led. I don't want there to become a hierarchy in Refuge Recovery like, "I'm 
certified to facilitate." I'm trying to find my own balance. I'm trying to offer the support for 
people to do that. I want to support people, but I don't want it to become any kind of 
hierarchy. I want it to stay very peer led. 

Tommy: Yes, but naturally they would at least, I guess, they would need to know how 
to meditate? 

Noah: No, because the way that the format for Refuge Recovery is, is that there's a 
guided meditation script that is part of the book, and part of ... On the website on 
refugerecovery.com, and .org, you can download the meditation instructions, and then 
somebody in the meeting reads them. It's a script that says pay attention ... Sit up, and 
pay attention to your breath. In the script it says pause before the next instruction. Then 



	  
	  
	  
	  
it says two minutes of silence before the next instruction. Somebody reading the 
meditation script to the meeting gives everyone the instructions.  

Tommy: It's so smart. That's great. I love getting passed all of the challenges of giving 
someone the empowerment to lead. 

Noah: Yeah, I felt ... That was one of my confusions of how to do meditation recovery 
without meditation teachers. I just had to borrow kind of the twelve step peer led model 
that said, no we just have to do this for each other. Here's the instructions, let's share 
them with each other, and let's discuss them together. 

Tommy: Fantastic. If I want to I could start a Refuge Recovery meeting? 

Noah: Totally can. There's a little bit of requirements of six months, or plus sober. The 
willingness to commit to holding, the space for a period of six months even if nobody is 
showing up. If you are going to start a meeting, and put it on the schedule, and then be 
like, "Nobody showed up last week so I'm canceling it." We want some commitment.  

Tommy: Yes. 

Noah: People are welcome to start meetings. 

Tommy: Fantastic. You also have an outpatient facility? 

Noah: Yeah, we have both inpatient, and outpatient where people can come, and do 
detox, and residential, and then they can do outpatient both day, and night programs, 
and kind of get an intensive training in this methodology.  

Tommy: A sober living environment as well? A sober living home? 

Noah: Yeah, people can live with us, and stay long term if they'd like. 

Tommy: What I've seen in the sober living community ... Well, many of the sober living 
homes I've been in, I just wouldn't necessarily call it a very uplifting environment.  

Noah: Yeah. 

Tommy: I would say people are staying sober, but frankly I'm seeing a lot of ... An 
incredible amount of caffeine, cigarettes, and pornography frankly. 

Noah: Yeah. 



	  
	  
	  
	  
Tommy: I think that if you have a home that's based around the teachings of Buddha, 
and people are meditating together, what a powerful environment that must be. 

Noah: Yeah, absolutely. Of course a lot of our clients are going out for a cigarette after 
meditation, and we're not going to make them not do that, but yeah they are meditating 
together every day. They're eating together, they're studying the practices together. It's 
a very supportive environment. Because we've only been around for about a year, we're 
getting all of these people who have been through so many different sober living, and 
treatment centers. We're getting a lot of compliments of, oh, you've actually created a 
place that I want to be. 

Tommy: Incredible, incredible. Well, Noah, how can people connect with your work, 
and if they want to get involved, or perhaps even attend, and need to attend Refuge 
Recovery Center, how do they do that? 

Noah: The best way is the refugerecovery.com website. That will take you to a site that 
will show you information about meetings, and where you can find meetings in your 
area. It will give you all the information about how to start a meeting, and all of that that 
people are interested in. It will also direct you ... You will be able to choose ... There's a 
video on the site of the Refuge Recover Conference that we did last year so people can 
check out what some of the members are having to say. Then it'll also take you to the 
treatment center if people are looking for the professional wing.  

Tommy: Well, thank you so much, Noah. We're going to support the work that you are 
doing in any way that we can.  

Noah: Thank you. 

Tommy: You also have a book Refuge Recovery.  

Noah: Yeah, the book is available everywhere. It's on [inaudible 00:49:03] so people will 
find the book. It's just called Refuge Recovery.  

Tommy: Okay, beautiful. Well, thank you for your time today so much. 

Noah: Thank you, Tommy. 

Tommy: We'll see you again down the road.  

Noah: Okay. 



	  
	  
	  
	  
Tommy: Much love. 

Noah: Much love. 


